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Purpose: The paper explores views from the private sector on the environment for enterprise in the North West region.  Perspectives on start-up strategy and on business development more generally including small business growth, human capital and the role of the North West Development Agency, are critically examined by the authors.  It is essential to comprehend the meaning that lies behind the views of private business to help assess the relative naivety – or not as the case may be – of government policy.

Design/Methodology/Approach: The approach to the work has been exploratory and qualitative in nature.  The study is based on 19 semi structured face-to-face interviews, 3 telephone interviews and 5 focus groups conducted over a two month period involving small business owners and members of a nationally recognised professional advisory organisation.

Findings: The interviews demonstrate a juxtaposition of regional parallels poised neatly against an untidy mix of views on business strategy for the region.  The rich tapestry of perspectives highlight significant similarity in the interests of businesses in the region but also demonstrate differences in the perspectives of business owners and the advisors who aim to support business owners ‘best interests’.  It amplifies individuals’ perspectives according to their firm size, age, sector and location.

Implications: Implications are paradoxical.  Researchers, policy makers and professional advisors in the private and public sector attempt to ascertain the macro implications of focused policy in respect of their own perspectives.  This is possibly distorted when it runs against those of the business owners themselves. The provision of business support is a contentious area of discussion and this paper highlights the heterogeneity of businesses and why one size policy support rarely fits all, if ever.

Originality/Value: The promotion of business in the North West is far from unique and is currently in the hands of the public sector through agencies such as Business Link, Enterprise Agencies and in some extreme cases, Local Strategic Partnerships. With productivity improvements and innovation being top of the nationwide agenda this paper examines how aware small business owners are of opportunities to meet this objective. At the same time it exposes the ‘pick-n-mix’ advisory provision that is currently available as inefficient and counter productive. Ideas about private sector advisory agents becoming support brokers are questioned and are argued to be premature, while the interpretation of productivity improvements, innovation and training as costs show tangible limitations to the development of enterprise in the region.












1.  Introduction 
This paper is based on an independent study conducted on behalf of the Private Sector Partners North West Limited (PSP) and the Institute of Chartered Accountants in England and Wales (ICAEW) by the University of Liverpool Management School. Throughout February and March 2005 the views of PSP and ICAEW members were canvassed on topics connected to the North West Development Agency (NWDA) Regional Economic Strategy (RES) Review. The findings were submitted prior to the scheduled review period at the end of March. The results of the research were also presented to PSP members and ICAEW members themselves. 

Interviewees represented a cross section of NW business owners and senior managers from micro, small, medium and large sized firms and from geographically different areas in the region from Cumbria to South Cheshire and most places in between, which consequently produced a broad range of views. 

By canvassing the views of these two private sector organisations in the North West area we were able to identify several areas of concern and make suggestions for further investigation and review. It should be reiterated that contributors from Preston, Manchester and Liverpool were expected to have different approaches and perceptions about regional strategic development but as an organisation of business owners they also voiced significant concerns and frustrations about the future of the regions’ ability to develop economically irrespective of where they themselves operated from. It quickly became apparent that similarities superseded differences in respect of locational issues but the size of the firm from which the interviewee came from, did give an interesting view on what ought to be provided to businesses and what role the private and public sector had in delivering their preferences.

In an attempt to assess the environment for enterprise in the North West, three main areas were focused on: business development, human capital and the role of public sector agencies. The structure of this paper deliberately focuses on these three areas by drawing on current literature to identify established policies and prospects of their successful delivery.  Each are given attention throughout this paper and show an overall confidence in the Region’s ability to develop from the participants, whilst at the same time it identifies how barriers met by business owners were repeatedly exacerbated by public sector organisations including the NWDA, NWRA, SBS, LSC, and central Government. The authors argue that business failure and start-up deaths are less damaging than potential start-ups that are never born. A regional encouragement of enterprise creation could contribute to overcoming the barriers of risk aversion and fear of failure, but elitist support to fashionable sectors is presented as fantasy. These policies restrict economic diversity and sustainability while simultaneously endorsing lost opportunity and defeat for other sector support which infect an enterprising environment. 

We conclude that whilst not endorsing any particular private sector organisation whose desire it is to take the reigns of business service brokerage on behalf of the SBS and RDA’s, there is evidence of market intervention and distortion that surface as a result of this study and others. We suggest this warrants further region specific investigation. This is nowhere more urgent than in education, training and development in the NW to enable an environment for enterprise where currently human capital development providers are failing to achieve even an acceptable standard of service to the business community. 

2.  Enterprise and Regional Development Literature
Exploring the current environment for enterprise in the North West requires an understanding of the historical formation of a recently decentralised environment. More than three decades ago the Bolton Report (1971) recommended the implementation of local governance for the UK which was adopted, delivered and scrutinised extensively (Valler et al 2002, Chatterton & Bradley 2000, Curran et al 2000, Johnson et al 2000, Keeble 1997, Lovering 1999, Roberts & Benneworth 2001). Following this radical period came the era of feast then famine which were the 1980s. Extensive literature describes how ‘new localism’ during the 1980s was then replaced with ‘new regionalism’ in the 1990s to strategically co-ordinate economic growth on a regional scale. Valler et al (2002) questioned the plethora of interest groups motives and centrally scrutinised ‘institutional inertia’ which they suggest threatened “how various strategies in the region can be translated into strategies for the region”. The enterprise culture was born out of central governments observation that ‘Big Business’ was failing to create economic growth, employment or innovation as was previously thought to be its persuading reason for encouragement and support (Scase 2000).

The literature around the policy and practice of regional development throws up a vast array of interpretations, opinions and commentators, many of which must remain outside the focus of this paper because our investigation is limited to business development, including productivity and growth, start-ups and human capital in the North West specifically. The role of policy makers in the facilitation or otherwise of these requirements will be explored, but it is acknowledged that RDA’s as they operate today are relatively young having only been established in 1999, so they themselves could be described as fledgling stage organisations and still experiencing teething problems not least of identity and purpose (Valler et al 2004). They were created in response to severe criticism in the 1980s and 1990s of centrally controlled policy initiatives by existing planning and economic development regimes (Roberts & Benneworth 2001) and are given both sympathetic consideration of their complex evolution (Roberts & Lloyd 2000, Roberts & Benneworth 2001) and critical examination extensively (Amin 1999, Chatterton & Bradley 2000, Johnson et al 2000). 

This paper concentrates on how two of the issues proposed in the NWDA’s RES (2003) of Business Development, and Skills and Employment impact an environment for enterprise.  

2.1	Business Development
A recent regional focus was submitted in State of the North West Report: Vital Signs (2003) jointly commissioned by six public sector agencies. Accepting the typical ‘fuzzy optimism’ on improvements in areas of skill levels, business survival rates, start-ups and R&D activity as opening statements, the real ‘jump-off-the-page’ data is headed under ‘Concerns’. The report states that literacy and numeracy in the North West is short of the national average and less than other regions, suffers from ‘poor survival rates for start-ups, has insufficient government spend on R&D, is close to the bottom of a national comparison of innovatively active companies and has exceptionally high ‘congestion affecting efficiency’. With these ‘Concerns’ we explore other similar research specific to the North West of England.

Small Business Development is a broad area to research and is widely thought to be difficult to monitor (Storey 1994, Curran et al 2000). With this consideration and the lack of regionally specific material a wider assessment of business development literature has been necessary. This consequently involves an assessment of public and private contributions to improving the environment for enterprise in the NW and elsewhere in the UK. The NWDA RES (2003) has an interesting statistic of its own, and that is that in the NW, public sector employment accounts for 25% of the working population. The NW prospects for building an environment for enterprise therefore appears heavily dependant on publicly funded organisations for support, employment and economic development. 

The relationship between public and private sector organisations has historically been one of ‘them and us’ but Curran et al (2000) found that distortions in publicly funded economic development institutions created ‘synthetic business communities’ to fulfil their obligation to consult with private sector interest groups. If accurate this has grave implications particularly relevant to the NW because of the previously mentioned dominant presence the public sector holds in the Region. The power and significance of RDA’s RES projects are exposed and criticised widely in the literature. Roberts & Benneworth (2001) state that RDA’s attempt to incorporate ‘dominant themes’ such as technology firm focus, cluster strategies and a need for greater competitiveness, irrespective of whether these particular strategies can be delivered regionally. The NWDA RES (2003) has implemented both these ‘themes’. So despite the RDA’s being created following an acknowledgement from central government that ‘one-size’ does not actually fit all, a copycat agenda remains central to regional policymakers when developing what should be completely individual RES’s drawing on the stock of current and potential enterprise development initiatives. The focus of science and knowledge promotion is an honourable policy in terms of developing a business base fit for the twenty first century but at the exclusion of other sectors is perhaps less commendable. The reported ‘me-too’ signature of business development policy could be partly responsible for the NW featuring as mentioned earlier, close to the bottom of national innovation league tables, lower than acceptable productivity and very low R&D spend from government. Chatterton & Bradley (2000) argue also that the continued dominance of partnerships which reflect the requirements of the statutory bodies executing the process rather than those affected by the process stifles opportunities to achieve integrated local regeneration and promotes elitist policies on new firm encouragement. Storey (1994) states vociferously that public policies are introduced ‘on a piecemeal basis’ which often follow lobby organisations accessing policy makers which represents the loudest voice view, but not the regional or national interest (North et al 2001). 

In the NW, and nationally, publicly funded business support and its operational imperatives affect local and regional competitiveness and the environment for all enterprise whether they are new start-ups or century old family firms and in all the now unfashionable sectors. The public sector business support organisations are subsidised market players competing alongside private business advisory firms, but a supply led policy cannot be considered a genuine contributor to regional economic development if it is itself a barrier to enterprising competitors who operate on a demand led existence. Keeble (1997) points out that South East business service firms are more innovative, collaborative and competitive than similar firms in the North which otherwise might create an opportunity to develop the business support sector, not monopolise it. Storey (1994) stresses that publicly funded business support agencies ought to be accountable and “judged in terms of its effectiveness in achieving particular objectives” He is suspicious of SBS Business Link using numerical evaluations and regards them as inappropriate if the true objective is to make an observable impact upon a firm’s performance, and indeed a regions economic performance. It is also noted by Johnson et al (2000) that Business Links are now competing with – rather than supporting the private sector network of business support companies and simply add to the multiplicity of agencies which they were introduced to address. Their evolution from the ‘free hand up agency’ to branded and sponsored jack-of-all-trades is surely an area of deep concern for policy makers hoping to create an entrepreneurial, knowledge economy in the NW. The juxtaposition is that sustainability is at the expense of economic competitiveness and yet both these are requirements of New Labour (DETR 1999b, DTI 1998). In maintaining high dependency on public sector employment, promoting elitist investment programmes, alienating businesses not currently active in science and related industries and valuing products over processes the business development landscape for the NW looks more like a private club than a regional economic imperative.

2.2	Innovation, Productivity and Growth 
Deakin & Whittam (2000) emphasise another u-turn by government on the focus of business development objectives. In the 1980s they state the Government was start-up focused, then the early 1990’s a new policy of targeting existing firms with 20 or more employees and perceived potential to grow was the new mantra. In 1998 it switched back to its previous position and claimed it would offer bespoke support to 10,000 new innovative start-ups with high growth potential (DTI 1998). This shift generated much debate and critique from academics who felt that subsidising start-ups was going ‘against the grain’ of academic evidence of the day (Deakin & Whittam 2000, Hjalmarsson & Johansson 2003, Bennett & Robson 2003, Storey 2003) The switching of objectives appear reactive to many observers which impact enterprise and business generation success in both public policy and those that aim to promote enterprise development in the private sector. Robson & Bennett (2000) argue that a central government support scheme for the small business sector is perceived as higher quality than local provision and suggests the abandonment of regional policies for business support and control from central government re-established. In the Advancing Regional Innovation NW Report (2004) commissioned by NWRA and nesta, support services for innovation commercialisation by individuals are identified as problematic but insist, “It is the role of the NWDA and not the NWRA to provide many of these services”. The report recognises that support is supply led, not demand led, is generic advice, and making it easier to journey through the maze of organisations is a priority by the introduction of an ‘Innovation Roadmap’ which are all worthy observations however the ‘its-not-my-job’ attitude helps neither the NWDA or the innovators seeking help and unfortunately is a common public sector criticism. The high dependency in the NW on public sector employment, support and funding must now be addressed to justify its maintenance or acceptance of its position as a barrier to innovation, enterprise, entrepreneurialism and growth. 

The NWDA has cluster development programmes in sixteen sectors from aerospace to tourism (NWDA RES pg 13) and has actively promoted this as a growth opportunity for the region. Cluster Programme fascination from RDA’s, and it has to be said researchers, practitioners and other business enthusiasts, is challenged by Amin (1999) who outlines why it is potentially reckless to adopt a cluster policy that may not be applicable to a region. He argues that cluster policies are unlikely to create self sustaining growth in less favoured regions, and the Vital Signs Report (2003) reminds us that the NW remains one of the highest population loss areas in the UK. Amin (1999) proposes instead the fostering and promotion of a learning culture, of intelligence and knowledge development which can be exported, protected and won’t generate industrial and institutional ‘lock-in’ encouraging proactive adaptation to the economic environment which cluster dependence negates and prevents. Institutional ‘lock-in’ can have other effects if it is used to excuse ‘lock-out’. The impact of public sector jobs distorting regional prosperity data and perceptions is recorded by Lovering (1999) using Wales as his case example but as is pointed out in NWDA RES (2003), the public sector in the North West supports 40% of the regions GVA by utilising 25% of the resident working population. Without addressing the disproportionate number of people employed to maintain a system of governance and public service delivery the North West is guilty of as Lovering (1999) puts it, “the policy tail wagging the analytical dog” in that we mean in order to encourage innovation, enterprise and growth in the region the safety nets and comfort zones of public sector employment must be quantified and trimmed. 

The variations between the North and South are compared by several authors. Keeble et al (1991) examined the variation in North and South small business advisory firms, finding that; “Locationally, the evidence shows unequivocally that the surge in business service company employment growth in the 1980s has contributed powerfully to the North-South divide“and also; “The fast growth small-firm business sectors such as computer services and management consultancies have generated larger volumes and higher growth rates of additional companies than have consumer service sectors“.In reality SBS Business Link may be an obstacle in the market as they fail to pass clients on to more specialised advisors for fear of losing revenue. It is widely acknowledged that subsidised business support agencies interfere with an existing private sector market which could be provided by SME’s to SME’s and thereby generate growth, expertise and innovation across the business service sector. (Hjalmarsson & Johansson 2003, Bennett & Robson 2000). Demand from SMEs for advice on taxation and financial management in all sectors was examined by Bennett & Robson (2003) and showed a reduction, but advertising, personnel & recruitment, new technology, computer services, corporate responsibility and environmentally sensitive practices are all still growing areas of business support services. There are over 120 public sector or grant supported organisations that offer environmental assistance to small businesses in the region (AfS NW Report 2003 pg 3) and between 50 and 70 private ones.

2.3	Start-up Strategy?
In the visionary document England’s North West: a Strategy towards 2020,(1999) targets were set to increase entrepreneurial activity and promote self employment in percentage terms of the adult population. The NWDA RES (2003) however does not contain a Start-up Strategy although there are indications that certain start-ups will receive special attention if they are in the perceived high growth sectors of science and technology. Potter (2005) claims “entrepreneurship is one of the most important drivers of local economic development” and argues that the failure in entrepreneurship policy development, intervention, finance, premises and training are all significant restrictors to progressing an entrepreneurial environment. The policy of subsidising business start-ups has been argued as difficult to justify (Storey 1993, 1994, Deakin & Whittam 2000) mainly because of the high likelihood of new business failure rates and of low value business excesses. Storey (1993) compared this dilemma to playing a lottery and Deakin & Whittum (2000) take the comparison further suggesting subsidised business support should remain unavailable till the firm has reached its third year and overcome some problems successfully. Greene & Storey (2004) recently examined Shell LiveWire’s approach to assessment of likely successful venture creation and concluded that it was heavily distorted in assessing internal efficiency and effectiveness and questioned the processes and practices as being inappropriate to evaluating the impact of a venture promotion strategy. The ‘black box’ (Chen 1990) approach has been shown to be of little help in ascertaining whether or not a venture will be successful because the grading criteria are likely to under-estimate the ventures and entrepreneurs true value. In the NW the elitist programme already discussed appears to have replaced the importance of enterprise accepted everywhere else.  

2.4	Human Capital
The NW has a high degree of skills and knowledge deficits and yet it also has one of the highest concentrations of higher education institutions (HEI’s) and further education institutions (FEI’s) in Europe. As previously mentioned, the NW despite evidence of improvements still has a greater than average or acceptable number of people with literacy and numeracy difficulties. This in itself is tragic but in an environment proposed for enterprise and economic development it becomes a statistic that cannot be brushed off easily. Amin (1999) reminds us that “less favourable regions face a daunting task in reconstructing local and social capital, damaged as it may be by decades of economic hardship, state-dependency, elite domination and so on”. Wong (1997,) argues that one of the most important duties of government is to create and upgrade local resources efficiently and effectively, but she highlights repeatedly that the NW still suffers from “serious industrial decline and unemployment problems in the last few decades”. She goes further than many authors in dismissing the pursuit of high-tech developments in a region plagued with decades of under investment and is critical of “the fantasy” of creating high numbers of skilled employees in small business development policies and ignoring poor education levels and skills and knowledge development of the NW population as reported in recent studies. (GONW/NWDA/NWRA 2003) Skills shortages and education levels are widely acknowledged as being fundamental to economic performance but Greene & Owen (2002) conclude that skill shortages do not necessarily translate into skills deficiencies, but are attributable to the demand for certain skills. They explain the ambiguity of defining skills shortages as having dual meanings between hard-to-fill vacancies and skill-shortage vacancies as being distinctly different.

3.  Methodology
This study was carried out over a three week period during February and March 2005 using semi structured audio recorded interviews with nineteen individual Institute of Chartered Accountants in England & Wales (ICAEW) and Private Sector Partnership NW Ltd (PSP) members and five focus groups of varying sizes. The individual interviews were held in Preston, Blackburn, Manchester, Warrington, St Helens, Sandbach and Liverpool with sixteen of them being face to face and three interviewed over the telephone. The interviews lasted anything from 30 minutes to over an hour. The contributors were all business owners or large firm chartered accountants with small, medium and large sized business owners as clients. 

All participants were aware that the focus of investigation was the NWDA RES Review and how they could contribute towards it. For this reason copies of the RES itself were not provided as it was felt interviewees could readily access the data themselves from the NWDA’s website which was a cost effective decision made by the researchers. While some of the interviewees were sent the questions in advance so as to better prepare them for the topics of discussion, many were completely unaware of the order of questioning or the specific areas of investigation because they had not accessed the website for details of the RES. Nevertheless not being entirely familiar with the details of the RES did not appear to disadvantage the interviewees as the topic headings used in our research bridged the formal language of the documentation published by the NWDA and the language used by the business owners and professional advisors themselves. 

Of the focus groups, the smallest was with just three members and the largest was six. They too were conducted in a loosely co-ordinating style. This allowed for more localised issues to surface unprompted but at the same time kept subject areas relatively focused around the key themes of Business Development, Human Capital and perceptions of the Public Sector agencies such as the NWDA. They lasted for an average of an hour and a half and were held in Liverpool, Preston and Manchester. 

4.  The Environment for Enterprise in the North West
As previously noted the literature on the North West environment for enterprise is vastly under researched. The authors believe that whilst there is a volume of research dedicated to criticising historical and current policies in which an enterprise environment might be developed at national level, it is unwise to accept that these criticisms are applicable to the North West region simply because they are evidenced elsewhere in the UK. It has been observed throughout the literature that many publicly funded services to business do not operate at maximum value, efficiency and quality in the way that a private sector business would be expected to. In our study Members were aware of grant funds through leaflets, websites and media reports, but accessing details of how and where to apply for support from the numerous funds was reportedly complex and many felt, deliberately misleading. This blaming exercise in the wider concept of a regional service delivery policy was equally significant for both the PSP and ICAEW Members. Geographically our study covered the entire North West with representatives from Cumbria to Cheshire and all counties along the way. Whilst city developments were welcomed on the whole to give the region a shot in the arm, there was considerable resentment of what was perceived to be biased support in terms of funding of the three cities Manchester, Preston and particularly Liverpool under regeneration programmes. The interviewees from both organisations were particularly sensitive to the Venture Capital and grant funding that the majority felt was being drawn only to city developments which affected urban and outlying area businesses negatively. The North West has a hugely diverse landscape and a substantial proportion of that is rural, market and seaside towns. Location of businesses was it was believed, a significant factor of how a business was supported with many reports of business owners seeing their local business communities diminish as attention and resources were directed to city developments. “Its postcode power all over again” said one business owner.

4.1	Business Support
Under the current operational process Business Link and other publicly sponsored support providers serve many masters with a long and chaotic chain of command which begins or ends with central government. SBS Business Links are at the point of sale end and as in all supply chain issues, the public face of a failing chain, not independently responsible for their shortcomings will always receive more active criticism. By acting as a broker to specialist advice, they were designed to be able to offer targeted bespoke solutions to businesses when they need it, but as fee dependant advisors they must meet financial targets which brokering deters. Consequently in a rapidly changing business environment it appears they have taken the least effective but simplest to quantify strategy of meeting their numerical targets at the expense of their value adding targets. This, the authors are conscious of would be the same if any private organisation were brokering business support advice, whilst simultaneously operating as business advisors themselves. The literature and our research emphasise across the board that generic advice offered to clients is not only unacceptable but also impacts the reputation of the industry whether they be private advisory firms of publicly funded. 

The interviewees in our research represented dozens of different sectors of business, many of which were frustrated and angry, including private sector advisors about the lack of specialised information available to them. One interviewee who was an advisor to the Financial Services Sector produced 3 pages of information he had accessed on behalf of a client looking to relocate to the Region. He then produced another 13 pages of information from clicking on just one of the 27 links on the first 3 pages saying “ If I’m going to do a thorough job for my client, I’m going to have to wade through mountains of this stuff and most of it won’t even apply to him” [the client] It was clear that trust in the support providers they were dealing with was damaged as a result and instead of generating repeat business SBS Business Link were dismissed as unqualified to address survival, development, relocation and identifying new markets. SBS Business Link were regarded very highly however in the manufacturing and traditional sectors and so it would be possible for them to specialise in that and would make a worthy competitor in a relaxed market for their many years of experience in this area and the huge problems that UK manufacturers face from overseas competition. 

4.2	Growth & Innovation
Our interviewees were optimistic of growth potential in 14 sectors for the North West and believed that any barriers to that growth were subject to firm size as oppose to sector. They believed for example that micro firms could grow into small firms but that it was unlikely and indeed unwise for small firms to grow into medium size firms and yet for medium size firms to grow into large firms was viewed almost as their duty . Many of the contributors were small firms and felt it would not be prudent to make the next step because of the added regulatory restraints they would be subject to at the next level. This artificial ceiling was considered to be a logical decision to both business owners and their financial and legal advisors and so became almost a target in itself. The stage of a business was also believed to be a significant factor in what support was available to firms with start-ups receiving the most but not always the best advice and fledgling businesses or those in their first few years being abandoned by business advisors.  It was believed by the overwhelming majority that chasing after start-ups, fledgling businesses were being sacrificed which some of the interviewees felt was an acceptable strategy whilst others felt it damaged the prospects of the business community. Several interviewees believed that displacement was a significant factor of new business start-ups because too much focus was given to generating volumes of new businesses at the expense of supporting established businesses. These same contributors believed that growth of established businesses should take priority and “start-ups should be left to fend for themselves whilst they are still hungry for success”. Their main reason for this suggestion was that high numbers of business closures are remembered longer than high numbers of new start-ups because of the risk of job losses in fledgling businesses. 

When asked about productivity improvements in their businesses many of our SMEs were very enthusiastic and reported recent and future improvement projects and considered productivity amongst the top regional and national deficiencies. The PSP members were acutely aware of ways to improve performance in all sectors but the ICAEW members were almost unanimous in believing that productivity was a manufacturing requirement and that the service sector, including their own could not benefit from improving productivity. Indeed there was scepticism about how IT applications might improve productivity in the professional services particularly because of a lack of knowledge on the applications and how they would be used. This paradox suggests that our professional business advisors, whose clients may also include service business, cannot relate productivity or innovation improvements to their own core business or consequently their service business clients. Several interviewees from the ICAEW rejected the suggestion that services can be measured and therefore improved and insisted it was a manufacturing targeted policy only. 

As was pointed previously, some sectors appear to be out of fashion for the NW. These businesses may have growth strategies that cannot be realised or innovative processes they are discouraged from implementing because they are regarded not as ‘winners’ but as ‘also running’ businesses which damages growth potential and ultimately survival rates in the Region.  

4.3	Human Capital 
One of the top perceived barriers to growth in our study was skills and education levels which also encompassed training and development, recruitment, retention levels of graduates and retaining skilled employees. Many of the interviewees gave first hand accounts of why they were so exacerbated by the pool of potential employees in the region but several had taken proactive steps to work closely with local education providers and reported very promising outcomes. This was a strategy not only to hand pick potential new employees but also to form positive relationships with FE colleges, Secondary Schools and consequently cut out the middle-man which in these cases were publicly funded agencies such as Connexions, Jobcentres and private sector recruitment agencies who were viewed by all but one as inept and target driven. Public sector education and recruitment was believed to be focused on “getting people a job, not making them a good employee” which left the business owners to absorb the shortfall or skills and basic education. The overwhelming despair from both PRP and ICAEW members about education and skills deficiencies was that although SMEs want to succeed, and accept that employees reflect that success, the system creates barriers as a direct result of inadequate primary skills provision and poor education in the NW. For professional services the private sector recruitment industry was used without exception by ICAEW members but they too were deeply concerned about the basic intelligence levels of prospective employees with several submissions of human interaction deficiencies and a lack of communication skills being the most recognised. When asked about training and development in their own companies the majority of the PSP members were actively involved in developing their employees on a day to day basis without formal programmes but using Appraisal systems and target setting in partnership with the employees. Others had been attempting to locate suitable formal training for themselves and their employees but had not succeeded in locating a suitable, affordable provider from the public sector providers. The cost of training was a recurring concern by PSP members but interestingly, the chartered accountants also explained that their clients could not always train people because it was a risk and a cost. None of the accountants described training and development of either employees or owner managers as an investment. “Costs incurred by training in managers’ time, money and opportunity is not retrievable directly and not visible to the bottom line”. The availability of training at times that does not interfere with business operations was also a widely felt problem. It was reported that public sector providers were not taking due consideration of the needs of small businesses and the disruption caused in sending someone to train leaving a shortage at the firm in their absence. Training providers being penalised for failing to assess the needs of all employers but particularly those in the dynamic small business community was a repeated suggestion. The common complaint we heard was “they are only interested in getting people a job, not making them a good employee” when talking about schools, colleges and universities.

When asked about the role of the public sector in developing the region all the interviewees requested widespread promotion of education and training with NWDA acting as a catalyst for improvements in this area. 

5.  Conclusion
Like all other regions in the UK the creation of an environment for enterprise is most significantly deterred by a cultural aversion to risk and a preference for stable employment. The NW has an unhealthy dependence on public sector employment which may contribute negatively to an enterprising culture, so in that respect the NW has the opportunity to encourage calculated investments in enterprise ventures in many growth identified sectors.

Private sector business support services are a multimillion pound activity but in the NW it remains under developed. There is now an opportunity to phase out the inadequate current provision reported in this, and other studies, and replace it with a vibrant market of private providers specialising in bespoke applications, sector specific, growth stage specific, location specific and public sector interfacing expertise. The ‘jack-of-all-trades’ providers, be they publicly funded or private firms create obstacles to business development by dominating the sector on branding and subsidies alone. 

This paper signals areas where NW business owners and their advisors believe policy makers ought to be focusing their attention in order to develop an environment for enterprise. The identification that productivity improvements are not generally interpreted as equally significant to service firms as manufacturing firms is an immediate intervention opportunity for anyone hoping to make the NW sustainable and competitive. With an expected surge in tourism and leisure developments for the forthcoming years there is no time to delay this policy if the NW is to capitalise on its international attention. 

Access to funding whether it comes from grants, VCs or private investors needs to be improved and clarified significantly if the NW is going to achieve economic improvement successfully. Whilst neither of the authors believes a grant culture aids an enterprise environment, it is awarded due to need and so should be accessible to those not in the elite few who retain powerful positions guarding application criteria and procedures, but to those who really could benefit from them, the business owners and potential business owners. The provision of fledgling business support is in need of review and in doing so there is potential to increase business survival rates in the region. The concentration of start-up support is unjustified when compared with the abandonment of fledgling support and we argue that start-ups and fledgling businesses should be nursed very carefully for their formative years so as to prevent high business failure rates which add to the high risk argument of so many authors and investors. Businesses that fail are less damaging than businesses that don’t get started. All start-ups should be encouraged, supported and resourced, not just the fashionable few who it is hoped will achieve high growth.

The unique concentration of HEI’s in the NW is another under exploited opportunity to help develop a learning culture in the NW, for the NW. HEI’s and FEI’s have a duty to be innovative and ensure they provide what businesses and the public want, not what is cheapest and easiest to deliver as was evidenced in our research. With the highest national proportion of people under 16 years old, the NW has an enviable opportunity to embrace a Phoenix like promotion of quality education in its schools. The authors believe that this one action can create an environment that is ripe with opportunities to encourage young people to view setting up in business as the option of choice. 

This study uncovered well documented frustrations and anxiety expressed by members of the business community in the NW, but also their optimism for the future of the region as an area of great opportunity. Public sector agencies such as the NWDA have a somewhat unenviable role as the overseers if not task masters of economic development and were respected for their difficult tasks, but on certain policies there was more respect than on others.  

References
Acs Z J & Storey D J (2004) Entrepreneurship and Economic Development. Regional Studies Vol 38 (No 8) pp 871-877
Amin A (1999) An institutional perspective on Regional Economic Development. International Journal of Urban and Regional Research Vol 23 pp 365-378 
Bennett R & Robson P (2000) The small business service: Business support, use, fees and satisfaction. Policy Studies Vol 21 (No 3) pp 173-190
Bennett R & Robson P (2003) Changing use of External Business Advice and Government Supports by SMEs in the 1990s. Regional Studies Vol 37 (No 8) pp 795-811
Bolton J E (1971) Report on the Committee of Inquiry on Small Firms. Cmnd 4811-HMSO: LONDON
Chatterton P & Bradley D (2000) Bringing Britain Together? Local Economy Vol 15 (No 2) pp 98-111
Chen H T (1990) Theory-Driven Evaluations. Sage: London
Curran J, Rutherford R & Smith S L (2000) Is there a local business community? Local Economy Vol 15 (No 2) pp 128-143
Deakin D & Whittam G (2000) Business start-up: theory, practice and policy in Carter S & Jones-Evans D (eds) Enterprise and Small Business: Principles, Practice and Policy. FT/Prentice Hall: Essex
DETR (1999) A Better Quality of Life. A strategy for sustainable development for the United Kingdom. London DETR
DTI (1998) Our competitive future: Building the knowledge driven economy. London.
DTI (2004) A government action plan for small business URN 517
GONW, NWDA & NWRA (2003) State of the North West Region: Vital Signs Report
Green A E & Owen D (2003) Skill Shortages: Local Perspectives from England. Regional Studies Vol 37 (Iss 2) pp125-134
Greene F J & Storey D J (2004) An assessment of a venture creation programme: the case of Shell Live WIRE. Entrepreneurship & Regional Development  March Vol 16 pp145-159
Hjalmarsson D & Johansson A W (2003) Public advisory services – theory and practice. Entrepreneurship & Regional Development No. 15 pp
Johnson S, Sear L & Jenkins A (2000) Small-business policy, support and governance in Carter S & Jones-Evans D (eds) Enterprise and Small Business: Principles, Practice and Policy. FT/Prentice Hall: Essex
Keeble D (1997) Small Firms, Innovation and Regional Development in Britain in the 1990s. Regional Studies Vol 31 (Iss 3) pp281-293
Keeble D, Bryson J & Wood P (1991) Small Firms, Business Services Growth and Regional Development in the United Kingdom: Some Empirical Findings. Regional Studies Vol 25 (Iss 5) pp 439-457
Lovering J (1999) Theory led by policy: the inadequacies of the ‘new regionalism’. International Journal of Urban and Regional Research Vol 23 pp 379-395
North P, Valler D & Wood A (2001) Talking business: an actor-centred analysis of business agendas for local economic development. International Journal of Urban and Regional Research. Vol 25 (No4) pp 830-846
NCBS/SBS (2004) International review of business support and brokerage. URN 04/1974
NWRA/NWDA (2003) Action for Sustainability: The importance of AfS Objectives amongst SME’s in the Northwest. NCBS Ref: 2348
NWDA (1999) North West: a strategy towards 2020. Warrington. NWDA
NWDA RES (2003)
NWRA & nesta (2004) Advancing Regional Innovation North West Report
Potter J (2005) Entrepreneurship policy at local level: rationale, design and delivery. Local Economy Vol 20 (Iss 1) pp 104-110
Roberts P & Benneworth P (2001) Pathways to the future? An initial assessment of RDA strategies and their contribution to integrated Regional Development. Local Economy Vol 16 (No 2) pp 142-159
Robson P & Bennett R (2000) Central Government support to SMEs compared to Business Link, Business Connect and Business Shop and the prospects fro the small business service. Regional Studies Vol 33 (Iss 8) pp 779-797
Scase R (2000) The enterprise culture: the socio-economic context of small firms in Carter S & Jones-Evans (eds) Enterprise and Small Business: Principles, Practice and Policy. FT/Prentice Hall: Essex
Storey D J (1993) Should we abandon support to start-up businesses? in Chittenden F & Robertson M. (eds) Small Firms: Recession and Recovery. Chapman Publishing: London
Storey D J (1994) Understanding the Small Business Sector. Thompson: London
Valler D, Phelps N & Wood A (2002) Devolution, Regionalism and Local Economic Development. Local Economy Vol 17 (No 3) pp 186-190
Valler D J, Wood A, Atkinson I, Betteley D, Phelps N, Raco M & Shirlow P (2004) Business representation and the UK regions: mapping institutional change. Progress in Planning Vol 61 pp 75-135
Wong C (1998) Determining factors for local economic development: The perception of practitioners in the North West and Eastern Regions of the UK. Regional Studies Vol 32 (Iss 8) pp 707-720






PAGE  



10


